











ABSTRACT.	 Life	 is	 Strange	 (2015),	 by	 Raoul	 Barbet	 and	
Michel	Koch,	has	sparked	outrage	for	“queerbaiting”	lesbian	
and	bisexual	women	in	the	gaming	community,	but	criticisms	
pointed	 toward	 the	 game	 have	 failed	 to	 address	 its	 most	
pernicious	argument.	By	placing	the	controversy	within	the	
historical	 context	 of	 the	 1930s	 Hays	 Production	 Code,	
examining	one	of	the	game’s	central	lessons	in	conversation	
with	 philosopher	 Lauren	 Berlant’s	 concept	 of	 “cruel	
optimism”	 and	 critical	 theorist	 Lee	 Edelman’s	 anti-
reproductive	 definition	 of	 queerness,	 I	 contend	 that	Life	 is	
Strange	 (2015)	 reveals	 the	 inability	 of	 adherents	 to	












game’s	 central	 moral	 takeaways	 in	 conversation	 with	
philosopher	Lauren	Berlant’s	concept	of	“cruel	optimism,”	
and	 then	 complicating	 that	 reading	 with	 critical	 theorist	
Lee	Edelman’s	anti-reproductive	definition	of	queerness,	I	
contend	that	Life	is	Strange	(2015)	reveals	the	inability	and	





The	 game’s	 failure	 to	 see	 beyond	 the	 current	 system	 by	
which	 we	 live	 epitomizes	 the	 heterosexist	 mindset—a	
mindset	we	must	surpass.	
In	 the	 midst	 of	 a	 2015–2016	 internet	 uproar	
responding	 to	 the	deaths	of	 an	 absurd	 amount	 of	 lesbian	
and	bisexual	 characters	 in	popular	media,	particularly	on	
television	 (Framke,	 2016),	Life	 is	 Strange	 (2015)	 became	
notorious	among	the	online	lesbian	gaming	community	for	
“queerbaiting”—	 relying	 on	 the	 promise	 of	 LGBT+	
representation	to	draw	in	a	large	audience	and	then	either	
leaving	 that	 promise	 unfulfilled	 or	 killing	 off	 the	 queer	
characters.	 The	main	 accusation	 was	 that	 Life	 is	 Strange	
(2015)	 incorporated	 into	 its	 plot	 the	 “Bury	 Your	 Gays”	
trope,	 which	 is	 primarily	 used	 to	 communicate	 the	
explicitly	 homophobic	 attitude	 that	 gay,	 bisexual,	 and	
transgender	people	should	suffer	for	their	sins,	or	the	less	
obviously	 harmful	 attitude	 that	 uses	 the	 tragic	 deaths	 of	
queer	 characters	 as	 lessons	 to	 teach	 heterosexual	 and	
cisgender	 people	 tolerance	 and	 compassion	 for	 others	
(“Bury	 Your	 Gays,”	 n.d.).	 This	 trope	 has	 been	 around	 for	
decades	 as	 a	 vestige	 of	 the	 1930s	Hays	Production	Code,	









continued	because	detrimental	 tropes	 like	 the	pedophilic	
gay	 man	 and	 the	 predatory	 lesbian	 were	 already	
irrevocably	cemented	in	the	public	consciousness.	
Life	 is	 Strange	 (2015)	 follows	 the	 story	 of	 Max,	 a	






Chloe.	 The	 plot’s	 dominant	 focus	 is	 the	 relationship	
between	Max	 and	 Chloe,	 especially	 as	Max’s	 powers	 and	
Chloe’s	 impulsive	 nature	 throw	 them	 into	 increasingly	





to	 decide	 may	 or	 may	 not	 constitute	 queerbaiting,	 as	 it	
allows	 straight	 players	 to	 completely	 ignore	 the	
protagonist’s	potential	bisexuality.	The	line	here	is	blurred.	
Chloe,	 however,	 is	 all	 but	 stated	 to	 be	 a	 lesbian	 several	
times	 throughout	 the	 game,	 and	 her	 queer-codedness	
makes	it	impossible	to	ignore	that	her	ultimate	fate	in	the	





photo	of	 a	 butterfly	 (whose	wings	 are	 the	same	shade	of	
blue	as	Chloe’s	hair)	when	the	dispute	between	Chloe	and	
the	shooter	begins.	It	seems	Max’s	photograph	is	connected	
to	 her	 new	 sci-fi	 ability,	 because	 she	winds	 back	 time	 in	
order	to	rescue	Chloe	and	then	is	able	to	return	to	that	same	
moment	 later	 in	 the	 game	 by	 using	 the	 photograph	 she	
took.	 Max	 uses	 time-travel	 to	 reverse	 both	 her	 small	
mistakes	 and	 life-or-death	 situations,	 including	 a	
classmate’s	suicide	attempt	and	multiple	other	fatal	run-ins	
that	nearly	kill	Chloe.	The	game’s	tagline	is	“This	action	will	
have	 consequences,”	 alerting	 players	 to	 use	 this	 ability	
wisely.	As	Max	continues	to	travel	through	time,	the	threads	
of	universal	 law	begin	to	fray,	eventually	culminating	in	a	
raging	 hurricane	 that	 threatens	 to	 eradicate	Max’s	 town,	
Arcadia	Bay.	 In	the	end,	none	of	the	actions	 leading	up	to	






becoming	 only	 a	 useless	 bystander	 at	 the	 scene	 of	 her	
murder.	
Much	of	the	outrage	against	Life	 is	Strange	 (2015)	
began	 because	 the	 game’s	 insidious	 argument	 is	 that	
lesbianism	 is	 incapable	 of	 producing	 happiness	 or	
completeness	for	young	women.	The	queer	desire	between	
Max	and	Chloe	in	the	context	of	the	Hays	Production	Code	
and	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 tag	 “This	 action	 will	 have	
consequences”	 operates	 in	 line	with	 Berlant’s	 concept	 of	
“cruel	optimism.”	Berlant	 (2011)	describes,	 “Where	 cruel	
optimism	 operates,	 the	 very	 vitalizing	 or	 animating	
potency	 of	 an	 object/scene	 of	 desire	 contributes	 to	 the	





finally	 by	 the	disappearance	 of	 her	 friend	Rachel	 Amber.	
She	 is	 terrified	 of	 being	 abandoned,	 so	 when	 Max	
reappears,	 Chloe	 latches	 onto	 her	 without	 realizing	 that	
their	rapidly	developing	relationship	is	exactly	what	must	
lead	 to	 her	 imminent	 doom	 in	 the	 scenario	 that	 a	 player	
decides	to	sacrifice	Chloe	in	favor	of	Arcadia	Bay.	Similarly,	
regardless	of	which	option	 the	player	chooses	during	 the	
final	 decision,	 all	 of	 Max’s	 efforts	 become	 futile.	 She	 has	
saved	 both	 Chloe	 and	 others	 in	 the	 town	 several	 times	







then	 Max	 is	 endangering	 others	 she	 saved	 in	 the	 recent	
past,	 also	 defeating	 the	 purpose	 of	 her	 superpower.	 In	








a	 personal	 critique	 that	 emphasizes	 Max	 and	 Chloe’s	
character	flaws:	they	both	need	to	learn	to	accept	what	they	





Max’s	 experience	with	 cruel	 optimism	 is	not	 exclusive	 to	
her	 desire	 for	 Chloe	 but	 also	 applies	 to	 her	 potential	 to	
adhere	to	heterosexist	reproductive	futurity.	In	No	Future:	
Queer	 Theory	 and	 the	 Death	 Drive,	 critical	 theorist	 Lee	
Edelman	(2004)	asserts	that	queerness	is	the	antithesis	of	
reproductive	 futurity,	which	 is	 the	 habitual	 reiteration	of	
oppressive	 practices	 that	 hold	 up	 hegemonic	 structures	




domain,	 the	 possibility	 of	 a	 queer	 resistance	 to	 this	
organizing	 principle	 of	 communal	 relations”	 (Edelman,	
2004,	p.	2).	Because	so	many	of	our	society’s	institutions—
especially	 the	 financial—rely	 on	 and	 benefit	 from	 the	
heterosexual,	 nuclear	 family	 configuration,	 the	 idea	 of	
queerness	 is	 systematically	 driven	 into	 invisibility.	 Even	
attempts	at	 justice	 that	aim	 to	assimilate	LGBT-identified	
people	 into	 cisgender	 and	 heterosexual	 society	 succeed	
only	 in	 recreating	 the	nuclear	 family	with	 slight	 changes.	
Edelman	 says	 this	 assimilatory	 practice	 does	 nothing	 to	
rectify	the	unjust	expectations	of	heteropatriarchal	society.	
Max	 is	 surrounded	by	pressure	 to	 comply	with	gendered	
expectations,	which	is	exaggerated	by	Max’s	nightmare	in	





is	 no	 longer	 true,	 likely	 as	 a	 result	 of	 her	 same-sex	
attraction.	Her	principal	calls	her	a	bad	influence.	Warren,	
a	male	friend	who	is	the	other	romantic	option	aside	from	
Chloe,	 is	 also	present	 in	 the	nightmare,	 guilt-tripping	her	
for	 not	 loving	 him.	 This	 reveals	 the	 subconscious	
psychological	 impact	 of	 misogyny	 and	 heteronormativity	
on	Max’s	perception	of	herself	and	on	the	world	with	which	
she	 must	 interact.	 She	 is	 aware	 that	 she	 must	 uphold	
certain	 female	 expectations,	 like	 purity	 and	 emotional	
availability,	 in	 order	 to	 achieve	 the	 goals	 she	had	 before	







Cruel	 optimism	 about	 imminence[...]grows	 from	 a	
perception	about	the	reasons	people[...]do	not	prefer	to	






The	 cruel	 optimism	 in	 this	 case	 is	 about	 suffering	
discontent	 or	 even	 damage	 in	 order	 to	 conform	 to	 the	
hegemonic	 system	 in	 which	 one	 is	 born.	 There	 are	
psychologically	 and	 physically	 enforced	 incentives	 to	
comply	 with	 what	 is	 “normal.”	 It	 is	 an	 achievement	 to	
comply	 so	 effectively	 that	 nobody	 notices	 that	 one	 is	
actively	self-assimilating.	Berlant	is	fascinated	by	Ashbery’s	
poem	 because	 it	 is	 the	 documentation	 of	 an	 “impasse”	
within	 the	 systematic	 regime	 of	 cruel	 optimism—of	
reproductive	 futurity.	 She	 writes,	 “Queerness	 substitutes	
itself	for	religious	affect’s	space	of	reverence:	in	the	end,	life	
is	at	 the	best	 imaginable	of	 impasses[...]where	 the	people	
are	 now	 lost	 but	 alive	 and	 unvanquished	 in	 their	




cannot	 be	 said	 about	 Max	 and	 Chloe.	 The	 two	 are	 not	
damaging	themselves	or	corrupting	each	other	through	the	
act	 of	 queer	 desire	 but	 are	 actually	 grasping	 for	 control	
under	an	oppressive	heterosexist	regime	with	little	success.	













realm	 of	 endlessly	 forward-marching	 temporality	 which	
comes	 to	 represent	 Edelman’s	 systemic	 reproductive	
futurity.	 Max’s	 resistance	 against	 this	 forward-marching	
temporality	is	her	ability	to	travel	time.	She	reaches	back	to	





travel	 ability	 turns	 out	 to	 be	 catastrophic.	 The	 impasse	
must	fail.		
The	 two	 choices	 at	 the	 game’s	 conclusion	 and	 the	
consequences	that	follow	each	exemplify	the	systemic	and	




the	 heterosexist	 future	 with	 little	 trouble.	 On	 the	 other	





Max	 and	 Chloe	 drive	 through	 the	 hurricane-ravaged	
landscape	into	seemingly	no	place.	
One	common	criticism	of	Edelman’s	work	is	that	his	
embrace	 of	 queerness	 as	 the	 space	 of	 radical	 negativity	
against	 current	 oppressive	 structures	 leaves	 only	 that	
negative	space	to	inhabit;	this	space	is	defined	by	nothing	
but	 that	 opposition	 because	 queerness	 “dispossesses	 the	
social	 order	 of	 the	 ground	 on	 which	 it	 rests”	 (Edelman,	
2004,	p.	6).	This	 is	 the	space	 the	end	of	 the	game,	 should	
Max	save	Chloe,	seems	to	suggest.	Arcadia	Bay—“Arcadia”	
connoted	 as	 an	 ideal	 utopia—has	 been	 torn	 apart	 by	
supernatural	 forces.	 Ironically,	 the	 “natural”	 in	
supernatural	 matters	 here	 because	 these	 forces	 take	 the	
form	 of	 a	 giant	 hurricane,	 and	 this	 symbol	 may	 be	









This,	 not	 necessarily	 just	 the	 death	 of	 Chloe,	 is	
where	Life	is	Strange	(2015)	missteps.	The	negative	space	
of	 queerness	 represents	 an	 opportunity	 to	 build	 against	
heterosexist	 reproductive	 futurity.	We	 could	 even	humor	
ourselves	 with	 an	 ecofeminist	 reading	 of	 the	 final	 scene	






Strange	 (2015)	 is	 that	 it	queerbaits	 sapphic	audiences	or	






what	 the	world	 after	 the	storm	would	 really	 look	 like.	 In	
terms	of	 the	 apocalyptic	 narrative	 itself,	Max	 and	Chloe’s	
world	 is	 ruined	by	 their	 sacrifice,	 but	 once	we	 recognize	
that	the	true	cruel	optimism	is	one’s	desire	to	adhere	to	the	
reproduction	of	oppression,	we	can	use	the	queer	negative	
space	 left	 behind	 to	 construct	 an	optimism	 that	 is	 not	 so	









high	schoolers	organizing	 for	LGBT+	social	 justice	 issues.	
They	have	been	published	in	the	Rhodes	College	Sou'wester,	
HerCampus,	 and	 The	 Bridge,	 a	 homeless	 advocacy	 street	
paper.	 An	 earlier	 version	 of	 Tara's	 paper,	 "Queer	 Life	 is	
Tragic:	Lauren	Berlant’s	theory	of	 'cruel	optimism'	within	
Life	 Is	 Strange,"	 was	 written	 under	 the	 guidance	 of	
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